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New Directions in Consumer Research (Sage, 2015) 
Introduction to Volume I ± Practices 
Hewer, Paul; Hamilton, Kathy and Jafari, Aliakbar 
University of Strathclyde 
This volume provides the reader with an introduction to Theories of Practice and what we 
identify as the key studies in this domain.  It is our belief that theories of practice offer 
consumer researchers ways to refresh and rethink their approaches, especially if we take 
VHULRXVO\:DUGH¶VVXJJHVWLRQWKDW ³$QLQGLYLGXDO¶VSDWWHUQRIFRQVXPSWLRn is the sum of the 
moments of consumption which occur in the totality of his or her practices. If the individual is 
merely the intersection point of many practices, and practices are the bedrock of consumption, 
then a new perspective on consumer behaviour emerges. New explanations of contemporary 
LGHQWLWLHV DQG WKH UROHRI FRQVXPSWLRQ LQ LGHQWLW\ IRUPDWLRQ VXJJHVW WKHPVHOYHV´ , p. 
144). 
 
Theoretical and Philosophical Roots 
For the consumer researcher a useful starting point for understanding theories of practice is the 
work of Alan Warde.  Warde seeks to consolidate the theoretical stakes in the practice turn for 
consumption researchers.  To do so he provides a much cited and valued review of the 
philosophical tradition which underscores the practice approach. As he admits this takes us into 
heavy social theory, namely the work of Schatzki (1996) and Reckwitz (2002).  For as he 
suggests theories of practice are not unified rather they come in a range of hues and varieties 
and they position themselves through their questioning and opening up of the methodological 
assumptions which underpin the ways we theorise and make claims on the nature of social 
UHDOLW\,QWKLVZD\SUDFWLFHLVEHVWXQGHUVWRRGDVDµFRRUGLQDWHGHQWLW\¶DQGµSHUIRUPDQFH¶ 
 
Consumption, cannot thus, be reduced to demand, exchange or even its symbolic significance 
rather we must attend to consumption as µa moment¶ in almost every practice. In this manner, 
LWLV³3UDFWLFHVUDWKHUWKDQLQGLYLGXDOGHVLUHVZHPLJKWVD\FUHDWHZDQWV´, p. 137).  His 
example is that of motoring which as he reveals cannot be reduced to the level of the individual 
or even social class differentiation, rather we must attend to its ³LQFRUSRUDWLRQLQWRHYHU\GD\
OLIH´  0RWRULQJ LV WKXV EHVW XQGHUstood through the conventions and enthusiasms which it 
HQWDLOV IRU LW LVZLWKLQ WKHVH WKDWZHFDQEHVW ORFDWH ³WKH VHHGVRI FRQVWDQW FKDQJH´ZKLFK
underscore practices (see also Swidler, 2001; and Brownlie & Hewer, 2011).  Which brings us 
nicely to market PDNLQJRUZKDWKHUHIHUVWRDV³WKHSXVKRIFDSLWDODFFXPXODWLRQ´; for as he 
suggests in a critical passage: 
³%HFDXVHSUDFWLFHVKDYHWKHLURZQGLVWLQFWLQVWLWXWLRQDOL]HGDQGFROOHFWLYHO\UHJXODWHG
conventions, they partly insulate people, qua consumers, from the blandishments of 
producers and promotional agencies. Customers cannot usually be dictated to by 
producers of goods and services; most innovations fail, more new functions and designs 
are rejected than adopted.  Yet, not are producers by-standers in the process. Producers 
DWWHPSWWRPRXOGSUDFWLFHVLQOLQHZLWKWKHLUFRPPHUFLDOLQWHUHVWV´ 
In this manner, it is through changes in styling and performance, that we witness how a market 
for motoring paraphernalia (be it a new car, the latest bike) gets it dynamic and incessant 
character.  Consumption in effect becomes driven by practices, which is why it is so essential 
that they become the units of analysis for consumer researchers rather than our constant focus 
on decision-making.  Decision-making occurs, but it is only a moment, albeit an important one, 
in the history and trajectory of practices.  More so, we should shift our focus from individual 
choicesRUHYHQ WDONRI WKHILJXUHRI µWKHFRQVXPHU¶ perhaps to SHUVRQVDQG³WKHFROOHFWLYH
development oIPRGHVRIDSSURSULDWHFRQGXFWLQHYHU\GD\OLIH´, p. 146). The consumer 
as passive dupe or sovereign authority is thus displaced with the figure of the practitioner (a 
point we shall return to when we discuss the work of Shove and Pantzar, this volume). 
 
Understanding the orbit of practice theory must also begin, as Warde so well demonstrated, 
WKURXJKWKHZRUNRI5HFNZLW]5HFNZLW]LQµ7RZDUGVD7KHRU\RI6RFLDO3UDFWLFHV¶UHPLQGV
us that a turn to practice theories brings in its wake a turn to Social Theory; bHWKLV)RXFDXOW¶V
notion of savoir knowledge as situated and dependent (1989, p. 183), the structuration of 
Giddens (1984; 1991), the ethnomethodology of Garfinkel (1967), %RXUGLHX¶VOutline of a 
Theory of Practice (2010, orig. 1977; see also chapters in Bourdieu, 1990), RU%XWOHU¶V
turn to performativity in the understanding of gender as performed and enacted.  This paper 
whilst reminding us of the import of social theory to our understanding of practices also 
reminds us WKDW³3UDctice theory does not place the social in mental qualities, nor in discourse, 
QRU LQ LQWHUDFWLRQ´ (2002, p. 249). In this strong version of practice theory the individual 
EHFRPHV D µFDUULHU¶ 7UäJHU RI D SUDFWLFH WKDW LV WR VD\ ³D FDUULHU RI SDWWHUQV Rf bodily 
behaviour, but also of certain routinized ways of understanding, knowing how and desiring. 
7KHVHFRQYHQWLRQDOL]HGµPHQWDO¶DFWLYLWLHVRIXQGHUVWDQGLQJNQRZLQJKRZDQGGHVLULQJDUH
necessary elements and qualities of a practice in which the single individual participate not 
TXDOLWLHVRIWKHLQGLYLGXDO´%\WKLVUHFNRQLQJ5HFNZLW]DFNQRZOHGJHVWKHLPSRUWRI6FKDW]NL
ZKHQKHVXJJHVWVWKDWSUDFWLFHUHSUHVHQWVD³QH[XVRIGRLQJVDQGVD\LQJV´, p. 250) or as 
he prefers: 
³$SUDFWLFHLVWKXVDURXWLnized ways in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, 
VXEMHFWVDUHWUHDWHGWKLQJVDUHGHVFULEHGDQGWKHZRUOGLVXQGHUVWRRG´, p. 250). 
Another critical ingredient of practice is thus that it becomes the location of the social (see also 
Latour, 2005) ± WKDWLVµURXWLQL]HGERGLO\SHUIRUPDQFHV¶± which bring us to a view of mental 
activities as forms of practical knowledge, defined as³«ZD\VRIXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHZRUOGRI
GHVLULQJ VRPHWKLQJ RI NQRZLQJ KRZ WR GR VRPHWKLQJ´ that are shared and collective by 
becoming routinized. Reckwitz thus alerts us to the importance of practice theory for its ability 
to decentre human agency as overly reflexive, calculated and rational rather our attention and 
vocabulary, as consumer researchers, should turn towards practical knowledge (see Brownlie 
and Hewer, 2011), bodily movements (see also Hui 2013; Woermann 2012) and routines 
(Illmonen, 2001). 
 
6FKDW]NL LQ µ3UDFWLFHPLQG-HGRUGHUV¶SURYLGHVXVZLWKD IHZXVHIXO H[DPSOHVRISUDFWLFHV
beyond the example of motoring as used by Warde, here he suggests: 
³3UDFWLFHV DUH QH[XVHV RI DFWLYLW\ ([DPSOHV DUH FRRNLQJ SUDFWLFHV UHDULQJ SUDFWLFHV
political practices, farming practices, negotiation practices, banking practices, and 
recreational practices. Each, as an organized web of activity exhibits two overall 
dimensions: acWLYLW\DQGRUJDQL]DWLRQ´S 48). 
For Schatzki then, a practice must be understood as a set of actions, which are not only patterns 
of behaviour, but also that folded within practices are VWDWHVRIRQH¶VOLIH as expressed as ³RQH¶V
RQJRLQJLQYROYHPHQWLQWKHZRUOG´ and contained with this orientating are notions of ³desiring, 
hoping, feeling, believing, expecting, seeing´.  This qualification is an important one, for any 
understanding of theories of practice, as it reminds us that to fully grasp and explore practices 
in their vitality we must attend to such orientations to the world.  Practices, by this reckoning, 
DUHEHVWXQGHUVWRRGDVDQµRUJDQL]HGPDQLIROG¶, p. 53) ± ³DVHWRIGRLQJs and sayings 
organized by a pool of understanGLQJVDVHWRIUXOHVDQGDWHOHRDIIHFWLYHVWUXFWXUH´(ibid, p. 
53) which while appearing static and unchanging is dynamic, changing over time in response 
WRµFRQWLQJHQWHYHQWV¶ (see also Arsel & Bean, 2013). 
 
The work of Barnes (2001) chimes well with the work of Schau et al (2009) given that the 
focus is on practice as collective action.  It is through this connection that we start to envisage 
the connections with social networks and communities (see also Shove et al, 2012).  For 
%DUQHVSUDFWLFHLVEHVWXQGHUVWRRGDVHPERGLHGWKHRU\WKDWLV³'HVFULSWLRQVRIVRFLDOOLIHDV
SUDFWLFHDUHLQWKHODVWDQDO\VLVDVµWKHRU\ODGHQ¶DVDQ\RWKHUGHVFULSWLRQV«>LQWKLVUHJDUG@
ordinary members take a theoretical persSHFWLYHLQRULHQWLQJWRHDFKRWKHU¶VSUDFWLFH:KHQ
one member successfully engages in a practice, what this invariably betokens to others is the 
possession of a competence or a poweU«WKHSRZHUWRSHUIRUP´S 20). A comment 
which echoes through our next collection of papers on movement, materials and competences. 
 
 
Movement, Materials & Competences 
Shove and Pantzar (2005) focus on innovations in practice are ongoing and situated.  Through 
the example of Nordic walking they are able to demonstrate that practices are necessarily 
localized and (re)invented.  Artifacts or as Schatzki might prefer objects are thus indispensable 
for the accomplishment of practices. µ'RLQJ ZDONLQJ¶ LQ WKLV VHQVH VSHDNV RI UXOHV DQG
conventions but also walking for pleasure or recreation must be understand as having a 
UHODWLYHO\ UHFHQW KLVWRU\ ZKLFK LV QRW W\SLFDOO\ DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK µVWLFNV¶; whereas, Nordic 
walking represents an activity where sticks, the social and physical skills become interlinked.  
0RUHVRIRUVXFKDSUDFWLFHWRHPHUJHDQGSHUVLVWLWPXVWDV6KRYHDQG3DQW]DUVXJJHVW³EH
FRQWLQXDOO\UHSURGXFHGE\WKRVHZKRGRLW´, p. 49).  It must also become embodied and 
institutionalized, associated with notions of wellbeing and healthy living; an enthusiasm that 
speaks of membership within a community ± a conduit for the social - wherein skills and 
competence can be nurtured and performed.  It is perhaps when these ingredients µHOHPHQWV¶
are in place that we can say that a market has emerged.  In this manner, as Shove and Pantzar 
suggest: ³«SURGXFWVDORQHKDYHQRYDOXH7KH\GRVRRQO\ZKHQLQWHJUDWHGLQWRSUDFWLFHDQG
allied to requisite IRUPVRIFRPSHWHQFHDQGPHDQLQJ´, p. 57). 
 
The work of Hui (2013; 2012) equally draws our attention to how movement affects 
consumption within practices. Drawing on the examples of birdwatching and patchwork 
quilting she clearly articulates how practices bring in their wake notions of traversing space, of 
travel and enthusiasm.  In this manner, performance and practices are always on the move, so 
that they become best understood as both structured temporally but also mobile and in motion.  
Such an approach draws our attention to the moments of consumption to better demonstrate 
that consumption is multi-sited, and to better understand how practices unfold within particular 
spaces (this also papers in Spaces volume, in particular XXX): or as Hui suggestV³0XOWLSOH
mobilities, spread out over time, space and modalities, contribute to meaningful leisure 
SURMHFWV´, p. 895).  And, for our understanding of practices and people, Hui employs the 
ZRUNRI,QJROGWRVXJJHVW³«ZHGRQRWDFWupon practices, or do things to them, but 
move along with WKHP´, p. 903). 
 
For Woermann (2012), the context for best understanding practices as creative and embodied 
is freesking, a lifestyle sport akin to snowboarding.  But also and perhaps more importantly 
how practices are shared amongst dispersed audiences through social media. Using an 
ethnographic approach KHGHPRQVWUDWHVKRZIUHHVNLQJEHFRPHV³«DQDHVWKHWLFXQLYHUVHRI
LWVRZQVWUXFWXUHGE\DQRWLRQRIµVW\OH¶WKDWHQFRPSDVVHVERGLO\PRYHPHQWVclothing, video, 
PXVLFSURGXFWGHVLJQODQJXDJHDQGOLIHVW\OH´, p. 621).  Crucial to this form of worlding 
are the media practices through which practitioners become akin to novice videographers.  
Technology, in this instance, speaks of capturing experiences, moments and the ephemeral but 
also an µinstitution¶ through which the coordination of performance, of know-how, of 
competence and skills can be better distributed to likeminded others.  In this manner, as 
:RHUPDQQDUJXHV³6LGHE\VLGHZLWKWKH slope, the screen has become a key locus of doing 
freeskiing, and it is on the screen that freeskiers increasingly determine the quality and meaning 
of what has happened on the slopes. Social media are scopic media that add a global layer of 
interaction aQGVHQVHPDNLQJ´, p. 632). We also witness how through such social media 
practices and their audiences a market can become reshaped but also vibrant to recruit others 
(see also Shove, Pantzar and Watson, 2012). 
 
Taste, Value & Creativity 
Practice theories have we have sought to demonstrate in this introduction to the volume have 
much to offer consumer research, the work of Schau et al (2009) bring this opportunity and 
possibility to fruition. Here Consumer Culture theory is foregrounded as a perspective which 
takes seriously the co-creative and collective character of value formation.  On the basis of 
analysis of nine brand communities the authors analyse the practices which are common to 
these collectives.  They thus identify four thematic categories made up of twelve value creating 
practices to express the value-creating dynamics at work in these collectives.  The four 
practices being: social networking (welcoming, empathizing, governing); impression 
management (evangelizing, justifying); community engagement (documenting, badging, 
milestoning, staking) and brand use (grooming, customizing, commoditizing). Practices in this 
manner operate like apprenticeships, inculcating members over time and through engagement.  
Practices also endow participants with cultural capital and express insider sharing; but also as 
Warde (this volume) suggested generate consumption opportunities and express community 
vitality. In this manner, we are under no illusion that the search for value must begin with 
practice and practices. 
 
Likewise, Arsel and Bean who acknowledge that a focus on how taste is practiced must also 
bring in its wake taste as routinized, practical and habitual knowledge as reproduced and 
accomplished in everyday life. Drawing on the work of Bourdieu (1984), but also Reckwitz 
(2002), Warde (2005), Shove and Pantzar (2006) and (Ilmonen, 2001), this paper clearly 
indicates how the practice turn has now become translated into the consumer research canon. 
Through an analysis of the taste regimes which operate amongst middle-class devotees of the 
Apartment Therapy blog we witness how practices around objects, doings and meanings (as 
suggested by Reckwitz, 2002 and Schatzki, 2001) underscore how consumers navigate this 
terrain.  In doing so, Arsel and Bean reveal how the AT taste regime operates as, what Schatzki 
termed, DµWHOHRDIIHFWLYHVWUXFWXUH¶ WR µVWHHU¶SUDFWLFHVRISUREOHPDWL]DWLRQ ULWXDOL]DWLRQDQG
instrumentalization.  The focus on ritualization marks the translation into consumer research, 
where talk of rituals has figured more prominently within the research canon. But the question 
remains on the extent to which ritualization is equivalent to, or different, from the prior focus 
we have witnessed on routinisation within the practice of theory approach (see Ilmonen 2001; 
Schatzki 2001). Indeed, one rarely finds talk of rituals within the Theory of Practice tradition 
(although two exceptions are Swidler, 2001, Ilmonen 2001).  More so, while the paper suggests 
that a focus on practical knowledge, as expressed through mass-mediated regimes, takes us 
beyond social class influence, given the character of the middle-class respondents who talk and 
the focus on design practices one wonders if this is truly the case.  The authors are alert to this 
RSHUDWLRQDVLQWKHLUOLPLWDWLRQVWKH\UHYHDOWKDWWKH³$7DXGLHQFHEHORQJVWRDYHU\VSHFLILF
social class segment. The people predominantly portrayed on the website are privileged 
LQGLYLGXDOVDQGFRXSOHVOLYLQJLQ$PHULFD´ 
 
Brownlie and Hewer LQ µ$UWLFXODWLQJFRQVXPHUV WKURXJKSUDFWLFHVRIYHUQDFXODU FUHDWLYLW\¶
draw upon practice approaches but attempt to blend these with insights from Bauman (1999) 
and Miller (1991) on praxis, but perhaps more importantly de Certeau (1984) who perhaps 
most clearly demonstrates how practices must be understand in terms of the vibrancy and 
urgencies of everyday life.  Here practices are not simply reproduced and maintained but 
become creative and political in equal measure to better express their urgency and vitality.  In 
this sense the routine character of practices is complemented through an acknowledgement of 
the extent to which practices are improvised, and must be understood as expressive of our 
desiring for the social, but also as borne of struggle and resistance.  Practices by this reckoning 
are embodied theory performed and put to use in the everyday. Or, as de Certeau prefers: 
³0DQ\HYHU\GD\SUDFWLFHVWDONLQJUHDGLQJPRYLQJDEout, shopping, cooking etc.) are 
WDFWLFDOLQFKDUDFWHU$QGVRDUHPRUHJHQHUDOO\PDQ\µZD\VRIRSHUDWLQJ¶YLFWRULHVRI
WKHµZHDN¶RYHUWKHµVWURQJ¶ZKHWKHUVWUHQJWKEHWKDWRISRZHUIXOSHRSOHRUWKHYLROHQFH
of things or of an imposed order, etc.), clever tricks, knowing how to get away with 
WKLQJV µKXQWHU¶V FXQQLQJ¶ PDQHXYHUV SRO\PRUSKLF VLPXODWLRQV MR\IXO GLVFRYHULHV
SRHWLFDVZHOODVZDUOLNH´ (1984, p. xix). 
To reduce such ways of operating to cultural expressivism or an overly agentic agent (as per 
Warde) would also be misplaced, as surely struggle and contests over whose interests and in 
which particular contexts must also remind us that a fully-fledged practice theory would 
embrace such questions rather than bracketing them off.   
After Taste, Embodiment and Recruitment 
Holttinen (2014) reminds us that consumer behaviour is expressed in mundane situations.  
Using a critical discourse analysis approach this paper marks another attempt (much like Schau 
et al, 2009; and Arsel and Bean, 2013) to bring together consumer culture theory and practice 
theory.  Food practices (see also Warde this volume) are a useful context for this discussion 
given their repetitive and routine character, but also symbolic character which reflects cultural 
ideals and discourses.  In this manner, the paper reveals that Finnish households enact food 
ideals through mundane consumption.  The practice of the weekday dinner thus become a 
PDWHULDOL]DWLRQ RI FXOWXUDO YDOXHV µWKH JRRG SDUHQW¶ EXW DOVR EHFRPHV D VLWH IRU Whe 
understanding of conflicts, tensions, and the competing demands of work and family.  Practices 
are thus sites of enthusiasm and commitment, predictable and pragmatic but also pleasurable 
in their character.  
 
The work of Parsons and Cappellini foregrounds practices of mothering within the household. 
+HUHWKHIRFXVLVRQ:HVWDQG=LPPHUPDQ¶VFRQFHSWRIµGRLQJJHQGHU¶ZKHUHLQJHQGHU
LV D ³URXWLQH DFFRPSOLVKPHQW HPEHGGHG LQ HYHU\GD\ LQWHUDFWLRQ LELG, p. 25) to further 
understanding of practices and better embraces notions of social and cultural changes.  In this 
paper the concept of practices is brought home so to speak through a turn to the ways people 
juggle competing demands around task management and discourses of doing mothering. Here 
the focus is on modes of organization and forms of accountability around practices within the 
home to flesh out and better reveal practices as sites of tension and contradiction.  In this way, 
notions of entitlement, the pressures of family time and the power struggles which express 
themselves on the home front can be better captured and understood through the practice turn. 
 
,Q µ$IWHU 7DVWH &XOWXUH FRQVXPSWLRQ DQG WKHRULHV RI SUDFWLFH¶ :DUGH suggests that the 
practice alternative takes us beyond cultural accounts and explanations, given that it delivers 
and is premised as a general theory of action which is not voluntaristic.  Herein theories of 
practice are not centred on individual choice rDWKHUDWWHQWLRQ WXUQV WR³URXWLQHRYHUDFWLRQV
flow and sequence over discrete acts, dispositions over decisions, and practical consciousness 
RYHUGHOLEHUDWLRQ´, p. 286).  Herein materials and competences are foregrounded over 
the symbolic; shared understanding becomes more interesting a site for analysis than 
motivation; and reasoning and knowing that is displaced for practical competence and know-
how. In this way, Theories of Practice offer much to consumer researchers looking to rethink 
consumption since they take us out of our comfort zones.  Exposing shared understanding 
which predominates and our over-focus on cognitive and decisionistic models of action, which 
serve only to mask the importance of embodiment and equipment.  His example here is the 
market for body management, where habits and routines are best expressed through the 
technical affordances of tools and objects.  In this manner a whole Sports industry has built up 
DURXQG³6SRUWVHTXLSPHQWFOXEDQGJ\PPHPEHUVKLSVZHLJKW-loss clubs, fashion clothing, 
tattooing, plastic surgery, vitamin supplements and alternative [which] provide markets for 
JRRGVDQGVHUYLFHVZKLFKFRQVWLWXWHWKHSUDFWLFHVRIERG\PDQDJHPHQW´, p. 293). An 
industry tied to notions of looking and feeling good, of desiring and hoping that change can be 
achieved, and through such change wellbeing and health benefits may be obtained.  An industry 
where embodiment, practice as embodied theory and collective action comes to the fore.   
 Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012)LQWKHILQDOSDSHURIWKLVYROXPHDVN³+RZGRSUDFWLFH
DWWUDFWUHFUXLWVDQGKRZGRWKH\VSUHDGWKURXJKVRFLDOQHWZRUNVDQGFRPPXQLWLHV"´7KLVORRNV
a useful question to build consumer research on practices around, but also to further existing 
work on communities and collective within consumer research.  As they reveal through 
discussion of the example of punk, new recruits were often drawn into the scene through 
established networks.  Social ties thus become important, but also the language of careers 
through which carriers become increasingly committed ± from novice to established to lapsed. 
Future research on how practices mutate and shift should also foreground defection and 
transformation to embrace more fully the dynamic character of practices.   
 
Suggestions for Future Research 
 
As this volume demonstrates theories of practice represent a vibrant area of consumer research.  
A rich seam of work exists that has taken the import of practices seriously.  For consumer 
research we consider that the practice turn will only gather momentum as we become carriers 
of the ideas and seek to perform new contributions in this critical area of research.  Theories of 
practice as the recent work of Warde (2014) demonstrates that take us beyond notions of taste 
or voluntaristic theories of action.  Theories of practice as the papers in this volume demonstrate 
take us to new ways of understanding how markets emerge and how they shift and transform.  
Here commercial designs and imperatives which are best attuned to the shifting and gathering 
of practices look likely to be the ones that are most likely to succeed. Theories of practice 
introduce us to a new vocabulary to frame consumption through, here the task is to grasp how 
practices, as Shove, Watson and Pantzar (2012) suggest, mutate and shift, how they gain 
recruits and devotees.  
 
One import of practice theory is significance of shared understanding, in this sense we see 
linkages from practices to notions of sharing as performed.  Practices are performed and 
materialised in spaces; and the practice approach makes us well aware that change sometimes 
occurs at the macro and societal level due to the political complexion of practices.  It is in this 
sense that we feel that more research that envisages, and is sensitive to, the linkages between 
practices, spaces and politics is thus essential to move forward our understanding and introduce 
new ways of thinking. 
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